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Abstract 
The main goal of this study was comparison of sensation seeking and self-esteem with mental health in professional and amateur 
athletes, and non- athletes in Arak city. The study samples were 150 professional and amateur athletes and non-athletes of Arak 
city in 2008, selected by simple random sampling method. The study design was reasonal-comparative. Professional and amateur 
athletes and non- athletes were as independent variables and sensation seeking, self-esteem, and mental health were as dependent 
variables. Zukerman’s sensation seeking, Coppersmith’s self-esteem, and Goldberg’s mental health questionnaires were used to 
collect research data. Analysis of variance and post hoc LSD test were used for statistical analysis. Results showed that there was 
a significant difference among study groups in self-esteem, sensation seeking and mental health (p<0/01). The Professional 
athletes had the highest self-esteem, sensation seeking and mental health. The amateur athletes had also better situation in the 
respect of these characteristic than those of non-athletes. The negative significant correlation was observed among self-esteem, 
sensation seeking and physical symptoms, anxiety level, social performance disorder and depression level (p<0/01). 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Physical exercise plays such an important role in mental health, that in 2002 the World Health Organization’s 
slogan  was  titled  as:  “Motion  the  secret  of  health”.  Moreover,  the  use  of  psychology  in  physical  exercise  has  
distinctively been emphasized. The new age, by developing its advanced sciences and technologies, has 
overshadowed the life styles of many societies and has caused a considerable decrease in people’s physical 
exercises. If we observe the physical structure of the human, we will find out that the human being instinctively 
needs various kinds of physical exercises for multilateral growing and developing of himself or herself. If these 
needs and requirements are not responded, they will affect the human’s mind and will bring about a number of 
problems. The body and the mind of the human cannot be assumed as two separate elements, and we should 
consider them jointly, and prepare the necessary ways for developing both of the aspects, because a perfect person is 
a person that all aspects of his/her body are developed. Nowadays, in different societies, physical exercise is used as 
one of the remedial ways for treatment of people suffering from depression disorder, and it has had beneficial results 
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(Narimani & Arya puran, 2008). Now psychologists know well that the human mind is directly affected by bodily 
and physical conditions, and reciprocally the human body and organs’ acts are affected by mental conditions 
(Narimani & Gaffari, 2006). 
Mental health means the health of specific aspects of human, like intelligence, mind, and thought. On the other 
hand, mental health affects physical health, too. Recent researches have proven that a series of physical and bodily 
disorders are related to specific mental conditions. Studies on the effect of physical exercise on people’s personality 
qualities and mental health have revealed that physical exercise and physical education are not only as recreative 
activities, but also as didactic-pedagogic tools, and they are followed by a lot of mental and social goals 
(Derakhshan Mobarake, 1998). A number of advanced studies and analyses (North, Mc Gullagh & Tran, 1990; 
Petruzzello, Landers, Hatfield, Kubitz, & Salazar, 1991) have confirmed that exercise will bring about stress and 
depression decrease. In addition Berger (1983) has reported more positive temperament in swimmers. The results of 
Laperriere et al.’ study (1990, 1991), with the title of “The effect of physical exercising programs on the mental 
disorders of patients suffering from AIDS”, indicated that physical exercise caused depression decrease in these 
patients. 
Sensation seeking is a personality quality which has been described by Eysenck for the first time (1916). 
According to Eysenck, an extrovert person is a person who is interested in social relationships, has many friends, is 
sensation seeker, and acts impulsively. Zukerman (1970) believed that one of the human needs is variety in feelings 
and experiences, and some people also take dangerous actions for experiencing such sensations. Since Zukerman et 
al. (1970) time, sensation seeking has attracted many researchers’ attention. Zukerman defines sensation seeking in 
this way: “sensation seeking is defined as the need for complicated, new, and different feelings and the tendency for 
accepting physical and social perils for these experiences”. Moreover, according to Zukerman, the intensity of these 
sensations should be incorporated in the definition in some way or other (Zukerman, 1984). 
The findings of Hartman’s (1685) research indicated that athletes, without considering their sex, had more 
sensation seeking than non-athletes, and men, without regarding their participation in physical exercise, had a higher 
level of sensation seeking than women. Julius (1987) in a research found out that athletic men and women have a 
higher sensation seeking than non-athletic men and women. In addition, men gained higher scores than women. 
Cronin (1991) in a study on mountain climbers indicated that they gained higher scores in sensation seeking scale. 
Moreover, these findings were true for skiers, as well. Mcauley and Grous (1994), and Rejeski et al. (1996) believed 
that sensation seeker people use physical exercise as a factor for increasing positive sensation and psychological 
tranquility. The reason of people’s participation in physical exercise and practice activities is not to decrease stress; 
however, it is the comforting and amusing feeling of physical activity of exercise. Boutcher (1993) attained the 
similar findings for reporting the empirical support of this prevalent viewpoint: “after practice and physical exercise 
sensation seeker people have better feeling”. A number of advanced studies and analyses of North, McCullagh, and 
Tran (1991), and Petruzzello, Landers, Hatfield, Kobits, and Salazar (1991), Wang (2010), Barbara (2009) 
confirmed that physical exercise and practice will accompany stress and depression decrease. One explanation for 
increasing public temper in sensation seekers is over exercising. 
Self-esteem and self-concept are of concepts which were born together with the new psychology, because James 
(1890), one of the founders of the new psychology, was the first person who took the self-concept into consideration 
scientifically. The concept of self-concept differs from self-esteem; however, their proximity is so much that 
sometimes self-concept and self esteem are used as synonyms. A large number of definitions have been brought up 
about self-esteem by the authorities. For example Coppersmith (1967) believes that self-esteem includes the 
personal judgment of a person about himself/herself. In addition, Rosenberg (1979) defines self-esteem as “the 
feeling of self-worth and self-respect”. Regarding these definitions, it can be said that the whole evaluations of every 
person of himself/herself form his/her self-esteem. Moreover, some researchers and theorists believe that self-
esteem has some effects in self-schema formation and people’s decision making in social situations (Baron & Byrne, 
1997). Therefore, it can be concluded that self-concept is the description of the qualities of self without any 
judgment or evaluation, while self-esteem is the judgment and evaluation of a person in relation to his/her self-
concept.  
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Self-esteem is so important in social relationships and in people’s decision-making that it has been addressed in 
many studies, and its relation with different variables has been studied in documentary researches. All these 
researches are corroborative of the cardinal point that high self-esteem is of main reasons for mental health and low 
self-esteem is of effective reasons for mental disorders. Even some authorities refer to self-esteem as a cultural 
shield against the stress (French, 1968; Wargo, 1972; as cited in Biabangard, 1994). In addition, most of the 
authorities consider having high self-esteem as a main and basic factor in an individual’s emotional-social 
compatibility (Bron et al., 1992). Niu and Alferman (2000) concluded that participation in physical exercise and 
success in exercise could cause self-confidence, the feeling of power, and the appearance of positive self-concept. 
Moreover, positive self-concept can protect the person from stress, especially depression which has its roots in 
stress, and weak self-concept probably increases depression (Park Ji, 2003). Grober (1986), by literature reviewing 
and extra-analytic study of 27 articles, found out 17 articles have claimed that physical activities are effective in 
self-esteem and self-concept. In addition, by another beyond-analysis study on 73 articles, it was concluded that 
participation in physical exercises causes self-concept increase (Spence & Pone, 1997). Bizman and Yunion (2002) 
examined the effect of win and loss of basketball teams on self-esteem and the spectators’ emotional answers, and 
came to this conclusion that when the spectators’ favorite team wins, their self-concept level and positive feelings 
increase, and their negative feelings decrease (Bizman, 2002). Generally researches have indicated that people who 
participate in physical exercises have more self-esteem than those who do not participate in physical exercises 
(Agdasi, 1993).  
2. Methodology 
A reasonal-comparitive or ex-post facto design has been chosen for this study. In this research, professional and 
amateur athletes and non-athletes are independent variables, and sensation seeking, self-esteem, and mental health 
are dependent variables.  
Population, sample size, and sampling method 
The population of this study was professional and amateur athletes, and non-athletes lived in Arak city in 2009. 
Their average age was 20-40. The samples of the research were 150 professional and amateur athletes and non-
athletes who were selected by random sampling. 
In the present research, the following instruments were used to collect the data: 
2.1. Zukerman’s 40-question scale of sensation seeking: This scale has been prepared by Zukerman in 1993, and 
includes 20 items with two subscales of novelty and intensity. The way of scoring is in the form of “Describes me 
very well”, “Describes me partially”, “Does not describe me well”, and “Does not describe me at all”. Six items 
were stated negatively to avoid the approving error. The internal consistency of the scale has been reported by Arent 
(1993) 0/07, the subscale of intensity, 0/64, and the subscale of novelty, 0/05. Purfayi et al (1998) obtained the 
correlation of 35%-60% between this scale and the sensation seeking scale of Arent. 
2.1.1. Mental Health Questionnaire (GHQ-28): This questionnaire includes 28 items which has been prepared by 
Goldberg and Hiller by factor analysis method. The questionnaire has four scales; it examines physical symptoms, 
stress, depression, and disorders in social act, and each scale has seven questions. Conducted studies indicate the 
high validity and reliability of this Questionnaire. Goldberg and Williams (1989), in the analysis of 43 reviews, have 
reported its sensitivity 0/084, and its property 0/082. The coefficient of reliability, Cronbach alpha in this study 
equals 0/88.  
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Coppersmith’s self-esteem test: This test has been prepared by Coppersmith in 1956, and includes 31 multiple-
choice items. The retest coefficient of this test is 0/88 percent, and its reliability coefficient in Iran has been reported 
0/80 (Abolgasemi, 2002; as cited in Dehkordi et al., 2006). 
Questionnaire was used in collecting the required data. After preparing the list of professional and amateur 
athletes, and non-athletes’ names, and selecting them, the purpose of the study was stated to them. Then they were 
given the research tests and were asked to express their ideas attentively. Data was collected in a collaborative way 
and in their exercise location. Subsequently, the obtained data was analyzed, using SPSS, multi-variate ANOVA, 
and LSD post hoc test.  
3. Results 
Table 1: The mean and standard deviation of sensation seeking, self-esteem, and mental health variables in three groups of professional; athletes, 
amateur athletes, and non-athletes.
variables Groups Mean sd number 
Sensation 
seeking
professional athletes 25/98 3/16 50
amateur athletes
non-athletes
Total
23/54
22/10
23/87
2/51 50
50
150
3/30
3/39
self-esteem professional athletes
amateur athletes
non-athletes
Total
41/12
34/26
30/50
35/29
3/22
3/71
2/63
4/52
50
50
50
150
mental health professional athletes
amateur athletes
non-athletes
Total
30/62
25/98
22/04
26/54
2/02
2/25
3/30
3/49
50
50
50
150
As you can see in Table 1, the mean and standard deviation of groups in sensation seeking variable, respectively, 
are (X = 25/98 SD = 3/16) in professional athletes, (X = 23/54, SD = 2/51) in amateur athletes, and (X = 22/10, SD 
= 3/30) in non-athletes, and the mean and standard deviation of all participants in this variable are (X = 23/87, SD = 
3/39). The mean and standard deviation of the groups in self-esteem variable, in order, are (X = 41/12, SD = 3/22) in 
professional athletes, (X = 34/26, SD = 3/71) in amateur athletes, and (X = 30/50, SD = 2/63) in non-athletes, and 
the mean and standard deviation of all participants in this variable are (X = 35/29, SD = 4/52). 
Table 2: The result of multi-variate ANOVA in three groups of professional athletes, amateur athletes, and non-athletes in sensation seeking, self-
esteem, and mental health variables
source Dependent variable 
Total 
square
df
Mean 
square
F Significant level 
model sensation seeking 384/69 2 192/34 2/16 0/00
self-esteem 4719/69 2 2359/84 4/31 0/00
mental health 474/49 2 237/24 0/80 0/00
intercept sensation seeking 84490/40 1 85490/40 1/05 0/00
self-esteem 15526/90 1 166266/90 1/93 0/00 
mental health 90380/82 1 90380/82 9/26 0/00 
Groups sensation seeking 384/69 2 192/34 1/74 0/00 
self-esteem 4719/69 2 2359/84 4/31 0/00 
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mental health 474/49 2 237/24 0/80 0/00 
 As it is obvious in Table 2, there is a significant difference among the three groups (professional athletes, 
amateur athletes, and non-athletes) in sensation seeking, self-esteem, and mental health variables (P  0/01). 
Therefore, a null hypothesis (H0) is rejected in Hypothesis 1. It means that there is a significant difference among 
the mean of three groups in the mentioned variables. In order to understand the groups’ difference in the three 
variables (sensation seeking, self-esteem, and mental health), LSD test has been used which is demonstrated in 
Table 3.  By using the LSD test for determining the difference among the groups in the variables (sensation seeking, 
self-esteem, and mental health); the following results have been obtained which is stated in Table 3. 
Table 3:  LSD test result for examining the difference point of the three groups (professional athletes, amateur athletes, and non-athletes) in the 
three variables of sensation seeking, self-esteem, and mental health
Dependent variable Groups Mean difference
Standard Error 
deviation 
Significant 
level
sensation seeking professional athletes, amateur 
athletes, and non-athletes
2/44
3/88
0/60
0/60
0/00
0/00
amateur athletes, professional 
athletes, and non-athletes
-2/44
1/44
0/60
0/60
0/00
0/01
non-athletes, professional 
athletes, and amateur athletes 
-3/88
-1/44
0/60
0/60
0/00
0/01
self-esteem professional athletes, amateur 
athletes, and non-athletes
12/86
10/62
1/00
1/00
0/00
amateur athletes, professional 
athletes, and non-athletes
-12/86
-2/24
1/00
1/00
0/00
non-athletes, professional 
athletes, and amateur athletes 
-10/62
2/24
1/00
1/00
0/00
mental health professional athletes, amateur 
athletes, and non-athletes
2/30
3/58
2/28
2/28
0/00
amateur athletes, professional 
athletes, and non-athletes
-2/30
3/94
2/28
2/28
0/00
non-athletes, professional 
athletes, and amateur athletes 
-3/58
-3/94
2/28
2/28
0/00
According to Table 3, the mean of the groups of professional athletes and amateur athletes in the sensation 
seeking variable is significantly different (0/00) from the mean of the group of non-athletes, and the mean of the 
group of amateur athletes is significantly different (0/00) from the mean of the groups of professional athletes and 
non-athletes. With regard to the point that the means of the groups of professional athletes and amateur athletes are 
more  than  the  mean  of  the  group  of  non-athletes,  it  can  be  said  that  theses  two  groups  are  in  a  higher  level  of  
sensation seeking than the group of non-athletes. 
In addition, the mean of the groups of professional athletes and amateur athletes in the self-esteem variable is 
significantly different (0/00) from the mean of the group of non-athletes. It means that two groups of professional 
and amateur athletes are in a higher level of self-esteem than the group of non-athletes, and the groups of athletes 
have more self-esteem. Therefore, the sub hypothesis (There is a difference among professional athletes, amateur 
athletes, and non-athletes regarding the self-esteem.) is significantly (0/00) confirmed. The means of the groups of 
professional athletes and amateur athletes are significantly different (0/00) from the mean of the group of non-
athletes in mental health variable. This means that the groups of professional and amateur athletes, from the mental 
health degree point of view, are in a higher level than the group of non-athletes. Therefore, the sub hypothesis 
(There is a difference among professional athletes, amateur athletes, and non-athletes regarding the mental health.) 
is significantly (0/00) confirmed. Thus, totally speaking, the groups of professional and amateur athletes, regarding 
the degree of sensation seeking, self-esteem, and mental health, are in a higher level than the group of athletes, 
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moreover, the degree of these three variables is higher in the group of professional athletes than in the group of 
amateur athletes. 
4. Discussion and conclusion 
The hypothesis that there is a difference among professional athletes, amateur athletes, and non-athletes 
regarding self-esteem was confirmed. The obtained results from this research is concordant with other researches 
(e.g. Bizman & Yunion, 2002; Espense & Pone, 1997; Grober, 1986; Grober, 1986; Nisi, 2002; Takli, 1994; Niu 
&Alferman, 2000;Noorbakhsh, 2005; Parkji, 2003;). The importance of self-esteem in social relationships and also 
in people’s decision-making is so much that it has been addressed in many studies, and its relation with different 
variables has been examined in documentary studies. All these researches are corroborative of the chief point that 
high self-esteem is one of important factors in mental health, and low self-esteem is one of major factors in mental 
disorders. Even some authorities refer to self-esteem as a cultural shield against the stress (French, 1968; Wargo, 
1972; cited from Biabangard, 1994). Furthermore, most of the theoreticians consider having high self-esteem as a 
main and basic factor in an individual’s emotional-social compatibility (Bron et al., 1992). 
Nowadays, exercise psychologists have examined the effect of physical exercise on various mental variables, and 
the effect of these variables on the sportive performance. Self-esteem and self-concept are notable subjects which 
play an important role in human life, and have a remarkable effect on his/her life. The sportive self-esteem has 
influence on being motivated and participating in exercise activities and retaining this participation (Noorbakhsh, 
2005). Studies have indicated that the people who participate in exercise activities have more self-esteem than the 
people who do not participate in exercise activities (Nisi, 2002). On the other hand, in a research that has been 
conducted on the athletic and non-athletic students, no difference was observed between the two groups regarding 
degree of their self-esteem (Takli, 1994). Studies have revealed that attendance in physical activities such as 
individual and cooperative sports have a positive effect on self-esteem. Ferron, Narring, Cauderay, and Michaud 
(1999), Huddy and Cash (1997), Kamal, Blais, Kelly, and Estrand (1995), Kamal, Blais, McCarry, Laramee, and 
Estrand (1992), Spreitzer (1994), Tilver (1995, as cited in Noorbakhsh & Hasanpoor, 2005, Fletcher, 2009, Bowker, 
2008).
The hypothesis that there is difference among professional athletes, amateur athletes, and non-athletes, regarding 
sensation seeking level, was affirmed. The results of this research are in agreement with other researches; for 
instance (Boutcher, 1993; Cronin, 1991; Jvlivss, 1987; Mcyuli & Qurina, 1994; Petruzzello, Landers, Hatfield, 
Kubitz, & Salazar, 1991; Rijeski et al., 1996; Zukerman, 1984; Boutcher, 2007). Researchers believe that sensation 
seekers consider exercise as a factor for increasing positive sensation and psychological tranquility. In addition to 
bringing about physical and mental health, the sportive activity of athletes can cause positive social feeling 
(Narimani, 2007). Cronin (1991) in a study on mountain climbers indicated that mountain climbers gained higher 
scores in sensation seeking scale. Moreover, these findings held true for skiers, as well. Mcyuli and Grous (1994), 
and Rejeski et al. (1996) believed that sensation seeker people use physical exercise and practice as a factor for 
increasing positive sensation and psychological tranquility. Furthermore, researches have revealed that there is a 
relationship between sensation seeking and the degree of sportive behavior’s riskiness (Bririk, 1997). The 
comparison of the athletes of high-risk sports such as aviation, driving, and ski with those of less dangerous sports 
such as gymnastic, track and field, gulf, and soccer, from sensation seeking point of view, has revealed that the 
athletes of perilous sports are more sensation seeker than those of less dangerous sports (Thomas & Fogati, 1997; 
Jack & Ronan, 1998). 
The hypothesis that there is a difference among professional athletes, amateur athletes, and non-athletes, 
regarding mental health, was proven. The results of this research are consistent with other researches; for instance, 
(Derakhshan Moberake, 1998; Arianpur, 2008; Gaffari, 2006; Khatami & Najafi, 2006; Laperriere et al., 1990, 
1991; North, Mc Gullagh & Tran, 1990; Petruzzello, Landers, Hatfield, Kubitz, & Salazar, 1991). That is to say, 
regarding mental health, professional athletes have the best condition compared to other groups; in addition, amateur 
athletes have better mental health in comparison with non-athletes. They also believed that self-confidence and the 
ability to control stress are of salient characteristics of professional athletes. North, Mc Gullagh, and Tran (1990) in 
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a research indicated that physical exercise accompanies the self-esteem and mental health increase; however, the 
following reasons can be used about the effect of physical exercise on mental health: 1) An extreme temperature 
change, 2) changes in neurotransmitters, 3) Endorphins, 4) automatic return, 5) dominance, etc.  
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